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her best friend Cass, who grew up next door and 
heard her friend’s parents say Yumi, transforms 
a beautiful Japanese name into a simultane-
ously child-like and sexualized English word.  By 
Americanizing and mangling her friend’s name, 
Cass exposes the racism of mainstream culture 
while revealing her own subconscious discrimi-
nation of cultural differences. Cass knows how 
to pronounce the name correctly, yet she does 
not. The town reinforces its bigotry through its 
casting of Yumi as the “Indian princess” in the 
Thanksgiving play. Due to her darker skin and 
Japanese features, the teachers give Yumi the 
“ethnic part.” Not only does this typecasting 
portray the indifference of the teacher in fight-
ing stereotypes, but by choosing Yumi for the 
main American Indian role, Cass believes that 
the teachers further marginalize the American 
Indian students. She acknowledges the school’s 
negligence of its indigenous students by com-
menting, “It wasn’t like they didn’t have real 
Indians in school. They did.”9 From her claim, 
she reveals her main fault with the play — that 
indigenous students were not selected to play 
the American Indian roles. While she wants to 
empower the native students through the roles 
that more accurately relate to them, she fails to 
recognize the differences between tribes. Cass 
lumps all American Indian tribes together, ignor-
ing the rich cultural diversity and lifestyles that 
set each group apart from one another. 
Cass recites Yumi’s lines from the play, which 
reflect the culturally accepted yet inaccurate 
depiction of the relationship between American 
Indians and white settlers. This biased depiction 
allows mainstream culture to ignore and con-
tinue its unjust environmental practices: “‘Noble 
Pilgrims,’ Princess Yummy used to say, ‘my people 
and I welcome you to our land. We know that 
your journey has been a hard one, and we will 
help you. Pray, take our seeds and plant them.’”10 
Indigenous people did not speak English or even 
the same language as the white settlers, so they 
would not be able to articulate a formal greeting 
or invitation that the settlers would comprehend. 
Regardless, the word “pilgrim” refers to anyone 
embarking on a religious journey, and would not 
apply to the white settlers because most of them 
came to America in hopes of land and wealth. A 
young American Indian girl would not address 
white settlers either; instead, her father would 
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have her heavily guarded and protected her from 
the settlers.11 American Indians did not welcome 
white settlers when they arrived, nor did they 
trust them. While historians have documented 
some peaceable feasts, interactions often began 
with an ambush, or led to theft, fighting, impris-
onment, or rape.12 Native peoples did not revere 
the settlers either, as the title “noble” or the gift 
of seeds signifies. Instead, indigenous peoples 
acted cautiously around the setters, never 
fully trusting them because news of the white 
peoples’ mistreatment of American Indians cir-
culated among the tribes.13 Although Yumi’s lines 
depict indigenous peoples as empowered and 
amiable, willing to aid the white settlers, they 
gloss over the history of violence, manipulation, 
and ecological injustice that American Indians 
suffered at the hands of white settlers. The mis-
representation of history and native peoples in 
the play allows mainstream culture to ignore the 
horrors of its country’s foundation, and view the 
past with a sense of pride, devoid of responsibil-
ity for reparations.
Mr. Elliot Rhodes, a teacher at the school, 
disagrees with its degrading, fairy-tale represen-
tation of American Indians and white settlers. He 
believes the play disservices those who experi-
enced the anguish, and those who still suffer still 
from the devastation of racism that has recently 
been manifested in environmental exploitation. 
In his rant, he acknowledges society’s ignorance 
of American Indians’ past and explains how 
society benefits from the continuation of such 
historical fabrications: “It’s revisionist bullshit! It 
was genocide — we stole their land, and then we 
exterminated them. And now we call it Thanks-
giving?”14 His crude language, emphasized words, 
and exclamatory tone reveal how passionately 
Elliot feels about society’s attempts to hide the 
unsettling injustice of the past and re-create a 
more pleasant and comforting history. And by 
calling the play “bullshit,” Elliot acknowledges 
society’s misrepresentation of history through 
its nonsense and lies. He exposes several forms 
of injustice suffered by native people through 
strong language. “Genocide” and “extermi-
nation” refer to the violence and systematic 
murder of indigenous peoples. “Stole” indicates 
that American Indians did not foolishly give 
or squander land for trinkets, but white men 
deceived and took advantage of them. And in his 
outrage, Elliot poses a rhetorical question, dar-
ing anyone to disagree with him. His frustration 
surmounts when he asks Yumi: “Don’t you know 
anything about the Shoshone and the Bannock 
who’ve lived on this land for thousands of years, 
before there even was an Idaho?”15 Despite the 
historical glossing of Thanksgiving and indigenous 
peoples, Elliot cannot fathom how people who 
live near reservations, interact among natives 
peoples, and contaminate tribal land through 
hazardous farming practices, do not acknowl-
edge the past and current marginalization of 
American Indians. But, in his effort to redeem the 
integrity of indigenous peoples by exposing the 
actual interactions between tribes and whites, 
he unleashes his angst on a fourteen-year-old girl 
who has been continually fed misinformation by 
adults around her. Although Elliot recognizes so-
ciety’s ignorance and indifference, he fails to take 
pre-emptive measures to prevent the misrepre-
sentation of native peoples or to confront those 
who disperse the propaganda to others. Instead, 
Elliot shrinks from confrontation and empowers 
himself by degrading and belittling a powerless 
girl, mirroring the way in which society benefits 
by repressing indigenous peoples. 
Despite Elliot’s realization and horror of soci-
ety’s continual exploitation of American Indians, 
he takes a job with an environmentally racist 
company that remains callous to the contamina-
tion of indigenous water and pollution of tribal 
land. When the native peoples complain, Elliot 
focuses on ways to manipulate these vulnerable 
minorities and use the misconceptions of Ameri-
can Indians to benefit the company: 
Potato farmers were being sued by a local Indian 
tribe demanding compensation for groundwater 
contamination from agricultural runoff. Shoshone, 
he remembered. . . He’d been pressing Cynaco to 
support InterTribal Agricultural Councils. Maybe he 
could even get a Shoshone spokesperson to endorse 
the NuLife – fewer pesticides mean clean water for 
our people, that sort of thing. Wisdom. Heritage. 
Indians always made for positive imaging.16 
Elliot’s push for his company Cynaco to aid the 
farming practices of American Indians merely 
conceals his selfish motives. He has no interest in 
helping the tribes. Instead of diverting the runoff 
or cleaning up the water, Elliot ignores repara-
tions and focuses on how he can benefit from 
these impoverished and vulnerable people. His 
selfishness surfaces in his first thought after hear-
ing about a recent incident where the pesticides 
from the potato farmers’ crops contaminated 
the indigenous peoples’ ground water: “Maybe 
he could even get a Shoshone spokesperson 
to endorse the NuLife.” Since most American 
Indians live on desolate land under the poverty 
line, they become perfect targets for corporation 
manipulation, and in this case, their past negative 
experiences with pesticides will further motivate 
them to sell out their image to Cynaco. 
The more Elliot thinks through his proposi-
tion, the clearer his racism becomes. In his slogan 
he uses society’s stereotypes of American Indians 
to his advantage, emphasizing the importance 
of community and the environment, two ideas 
often ascribed to native peoples. He does not 
care if he accurately portrays the Shoshone or if 
the company decides to capitalize on a different 
stereotype, implied by his dismissal of the idea as 
“that sort of thing.” Reverberating his callous-
ness and disrespect of indigenous peoples, Elliot 
mentions “wisdom” and “heritage” as two other 
advertising techniques of tribal peoples. By sim-
plifying and commercializing two core elements 
of their culture, Elliot reaches the pinnacle of 
his bigotry. He desires only to use the American 
Indians for their “positive image,” something that 
his company Cynaco finds them marketable for.
59
